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Public Library Problems in Warsaw 
F E L I S K A  B U R S O W A  
AND 
C Z E S E A W  K O Z I O E  
THEBASIS OF LIBRARY ORGANIZATION and ac- 
tivity in Poland after World War I1 is the decree of April 17, 1946, on 
libraries and the protection of library collections. It includes both the 
theoretical and organizational policies of Polish librarianship, the 
purposes of specific types of libraries and the guidelines of their or- 
ganization. According to the decree: “Public libraries serve the reading 
public in the widest sense, for social education, general and profes- 
sional education, as well as the cultural recreation of all the citizens 
of the State or of a definite area.”l 
The organization of public libraries in large cities in Poland has 
depended on the urban character of each city, as well as on its demo- 
graphic situation and the diversity of interests of the population. Most 
of the big city libraries, e.g. Poznan, Warsaw, Lublin, were established 
in a difficult period of Polish history, when the country had lost its 
independence. The Polish nation had to protect and to develop Polish 
culture and education, and at the same time to prevent a loss of Polish 
nationality and to fight for social and economic progress. These pur- 
poses were carried out by cultural and educational institutions, includ- 
ing the libraries, run by various social associations, as well as by the 
collectively-organized educational groups. 
The Warsaw Public Library was founded by the Public Library 
Society as a reference library for the city in 1907. It was established, 
as proclaimed by its charter, to cooperate in the development of science 
and education, by providing suitable book collections to people of all 
professions and special interests. It also fuElled, in this period, the 
function of a national library. Through the contributions of the public, 
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the Library developed quickly. In independent Poland, from 1918 on, 
it was one of the most important reference libraries of the capital. 
In 1928, the Warsaw Public Library became the basis of the city 
library system, when it was taken over by the municipal government. 
The Library then secured permanent financial support and the backing 
of the municipal authorities for its own work. In 1929, Faustyn Czer- 
wijowski, at that time the chief librarian, organized the city library 
system as a complex of libraries, connected with each other on the 
principle of centralized administration and territorial decentralization. 
This principle assured the location of the various branch libraries, a 
reasonable use of collections, and economic administration of the sys- 
tem. The principle of central administration at this time was particu- 
larly valid. The city library system was barely in the organizational 
stage, but plans were made to allow for the inclusion under the central 
administration of about fifty libraries serving 1,200,000 residents in 
an area of 130 square kilometers. In order to disseminate education 
widely, district libraries were to be established. In 1939 the library 
system consisted of fifty-six libraries, including sixteen children’s li-
braries. Book collections in all libraries together with the Main Library 
amounted to 503,000 volumes. World War I1 destroyed Warsaw almost 
completely, and along with it the results of many years of work in 
developing the libraries. 
Warsaw had entered the twentieth century with a quickly growing 
population. In 1900 the population numbered 688,000 inhabitants, 
and in 1913, 884,500.s The main reason for this growth was the devel- 
opment of industry, which attracted a large influx of people chiefly 
from the villages. 
The population levels in the period 1915-1960 were as follows: 
1915 780,700 1940 1,334,000 
1921 936,700 1945 377,900 
1926 1,029,000 1950 803,000 
1931 1,171,900 1955 1,001,000 
1935 1,225,400 1960 1,139,200 
The above figures show the tragic results of both World Wars in the 
development of the city. The population losses at the time of the Sec- 
ond World War reached catastrophic proportions. The German occu- 
pation forces deliberately and ruthlessly destroyed the population of 
the capital. More than 150,OOO of the civilian population died in the 
Warsaw uprising of 1944. After the surrender, the Germans forced the 
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evacuation of the rest of the inhabitants, The number 162,000 given 
in the statistical yearbooks as the population of Warsaw in 1944 refers 
only to Praga on the right bank of W a r ~ a w . ~  The left bank of Warsaw 
at the end of the year was completely depopulated. 
After the liberation of the left bank of Warsaw, only a part of its 
former inhabitants returned, along with people from all over Poland, 
to rebuild the capital. The 20-year period which has elapsed has not 
been sufficient to compensate fully for the losses of the war years. The 
area of the city has more than tripled by the incorporation of the sub- 
urban zones with a population of more than 180,000, and by an influx 
of people as well as by the natural population increase. In 1962 War- 
saw numbered 1,189,620 inhabitants6 
The problem of rebuilding the city library system immediately after 
the war had to be settled provisionally. Libraries were opened where 
and if possible. At the same time arrangements for the rebuilding and 
development of the libraries were included in the general plan of the 
reconstruction of the city. The plan for the rebuilding of the system, 
worked out in 1949, by R. Przelaskowski, at that time the chief li- 
brarian, was in accordance with the general outlines of the organiza- 
tion established before the war. He advocated the far-reaching de- 
centralization of library services as well as the organization of several 
different types of libraries in order to satisfy the diverse needs and 
interests of the readers. 
The new element in this program was the proposal that the organi- 
zational design of libraries follow the administrative structure of the 
city, which was divided into districts. From this arose a triple level of 
organization: (1) the Main Library-the headquarters for the city; 
(2)  the district or regional library-administrative headquarters for a 
region in cooperation with all types of libraries, and also a reference 
and circulating library for adults and children, and a deposit station 
headquarters; and (3 )  branch libraries-one for every 10,000 residents 
-consisting of two departments, a circulating library for adults and a 
children’s library. The whole city system was put directly under the 
management of the Main Library. The author of this project applied 
to the public library system the organizational plan of the country, the 
government of which was based on a three level administrative struc- 
ture, whose basic units were province, county, municipality. 
The project was accepted and has gradually been carried out under 
consecutive 5-year planning periods. In practice each plan does not 
constitute a rigid goal, but a general guide for the development of the 
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city library system. It is modified by circumstances which present new 
problems for solution. A few of these will be singled out for further 
consideration. 
The plan of the development of the city of Warsaw has undergone 
various evolutions and is still being discussed, modified, and devel- 
oped, depending on the work of educational institutions, offices, and 
governmental agencies. This work keenly interests the Public Library, 
which along with the other cultural and educational institutions has 
its place in the general development of the city. It is expected that by 
1980 the public library system will need to serve about 1,700,000 resi- 
dents in the Greater Warsaw area. 
According to statistics for 1962, there existed in the Greater Warsaw 
area 136 scientific or learned libraries, the National Library, academic 
libraries, libraries of educational institutions and associations, mu- 
seums, archives, etc., with book collections of over 6,200,000 volumes, 
and 1,730,000 volumes of periodicak6 There were 455 school libraries 
with book collections of over 2,100,000 volumes; 148 libraries of trade 
unions with book collections of around 540,000 volumes; and other li- 
braries, very numerous but not included in the published statistics, 
such as special libraries in plants and workshops.7 However, in addi- 
tion to the services of these libraries, there is a constantly growing 
need for the services of the public library system in all subjects and 
on various levels of reading. The result of this growing need can be 
seen in the intensive development of the Public Libraries, as shown 
in Table 1. 
TABLE 1 
Comparative Data on Warsaw Public Libraries, 1950 and 1963 
Unit of Measure 1950 1963 
Number of libraries 48 126 
Book collections (volumes) 410,000 1,530,600 
Number of readers borrowing books 25,500 146,200 
Number of visits to reading rooms 527,400 762,000 
Number of books borrowed for home use (volumes) 





At present these public library agencies are heavily occupied in 
giving service to high school and university students. A large increase 
in the number of seats in the reference rooms of the National Library 
and several of the higher academic schools is anticipated in the next 
ten years, which will change this situation and enable the public li-
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braries to satisfy the needs of the general public. By 1980 there can be 
foreseen a tripling in the number of individuals with higher education, 
and a corresponding increase in the development of extramural stu- 
dents and postgraduate students. The Warsaw Public Library will be 
able to meet these demands only after completing the planned ex-
tension to the central building, and developing the regional library 
system, with further additions of reference rooms. There will need to 
be a gradual rebuilding of the book collections of the circulating li-
braries, and a significant increase in the percentage of non-fiction 
holdings. 
The place and role of the public libraries in the library system of 
the city is changing from the traditional position, in which recreational 
reading predominated. There is need to increase the sphere and range 
of library activities in the field of scientific literature, self-education, 
and professional training. It is now necessary for the public library to 
provide a rich collection of books and additional services to the people 
of the city, not withstanding the activities of the various libraries men- 
tioned above. Universal access to public libraries as well as to their 
cultural and educational activities plays an important part in the inte- 
gration of Warsaw citizens into the large city community, particularly 
in view of the growing urbanization of Warsaw. The fostering of dif-
ferent local community interests, as well as strengthening the social 
and cultural activities of the neighborhoods, is an especially gratifying 
field of activity for public libraries. 
The flexibility of the organization of a municipal library system is 
the condition for efficiency of its operations. The standard accepted 
by the library for the number of branches-1 for every 10,000 resi-
dents-can only be regarded as a guideline. In peripheral residential 
areas it is less. On the other hand, in large or in central areas it is 
greatly increased. Practice must be confronted with theoretical as-
sumptions. This calls for studies, both spot checks and records of 
observations over a long period of time. The Warsaw Public Library 
carried out in one section of the city some sample studies of the 
extent of the activities of circulating libraries. The analysis included 
six libraries, of which two were situated in the center of the area 
(Koszykowa and Marszalkowska Streets). Of the readers found using 
these two libraries, almost 50 per cent lived not only beyond the pro- 
visionally outlined library region but beyond the administrative borders 
of the city district and even beyond Warsaw. These are mainly people 
working near the library, and from that point of view it is more con- 
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venient for them to use it. The pattern of the spacing of cultural insti- 
tutions thus cannot be subject to a rigid administrative scheme, but 
must conform to the urban and demographic character of the city. 
The area of Warsaw (not including the Vistula River) in 1939 
amounted to 134 square kilometers. In 1962, after the incorporation 
of various suburban areas, it had grown to 430 square kilometers. This 
created the problem of satisfying the needs of readers in the peripheral 
areas of the city, in small communities, and in places of employment 
scattered about in these areas. This problem was solved by bookmobile 
service on the one hand, and by organizing small libraries and deposit 
stations run by voluntary workers in factories, clubs, etc. The first 
solution provides for a wider selection of reading matter and qualified 
staff. The second provides less extensive and less expensive service, 
easier access to books, a better acquaintance with local problems by 
the social worker who directs the deposit station, and the possibility 
of connecting the library activities with the other cultural activities of 
the community. 
The present Warsaw Public Library system concentrates the spe- 
cialized services and the big reference book collections in the center 
of the city. The gradual development of larger community districts on 
the periphery of Warsaw would indicate a need to decentralize even 
this type of service, and to create new large reference collections. 
Another problem that may arise is that connected with service to 
young people. Such service drives out the adult readers from the li-
braries. In the present arrangement of the library system, there is a 
lack of libraries for young people. Only the main library possesses a 
young people’s reading room. This problem is particularly important, 
and its solution is only in the first stages of exploration. This matter 
establishes the need for the extension of public library activities be- 
yond that which is strictly library work. It would appear that the or- 
ganizing of concerts, lectures, discussion groups, exhibitions, amateur 
artistic activities, and other events by the Library is necessary in the 
programs of suburban agencies. On the other hand, the matter of 
carrying on such activities in a considerable extent in libraries in the 
center of the city is debatable, since there already exists a concentra- 
tion in the central parts of the city of specialized institutions which 
provide such programs-22 museums, 150 exhibitions yearly, a Phil- 
harmonic Society, 17 theaters which present over 100 new plays each 
year, and 71 cinemas with a total of 32,500 seats. 
Some important problems arise from the progressive decentraliza- 
b 9 1  
F E L I S K A  B U R S O W A  A N D  C Z E S L A W  K O Z I O L  
tion of the city administration, increasing the powers of district author- 
ities and their community boards. The immediate subordination of the 
administration of libraries to the district authorities, and the close 
connection of their activities with the local organs of power and com- 
munity agencies, has great educative value and opens many useful 
avenues of cooperation, but it can also produce unsatisfactory condi- 
tions of service to readers in the individual districts. The solution for 
these difficulties taken by Warsaw is that of keeping in the Main Li- 
brary the centralization of responsibility where it increases economy 
and extends the range of professional work, e.g., the planning of the 
development of the library system, the training of staff, the direction 
of the book selection, the central processing of books, etc. On the 
other hand, local initiative in the organization of library activities in 
districts and communities is being supported and strengthened. 
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